British science journalism recently plumbed new depths, when The Times published a dreadful article by Anjana Ahuja, entitled 250,000 ANIMALS, NO ACTIVISTS, 1,200 HAPPY SCIENTISTS. 1 Ahuja had visited "the future of medical research" at Biopolis, Singapore's "research city", where there are five biomedical science institutes, and where "international scientists are treated like superstars and wooed with open wallets" and "animal rights is not an issue".
Underneath the pavements of this futuristic science park "lies what is informally referred to as the 'mouse house', one of the largest animal facilities in the northern hemisphere, where 250,000 animals, mostly mice, are due to take up residence", and "will be available to the 1,200 scientists who work there."
When the animal experiments start, "there will be no ugly protests, no intimidation, and certainly no grisly disinternments", since Biopolis is in "the famously authoritarian" Republic of Singapore. There is "no animal rights movement to speak of, and certainly no extremism …" As somebody from the Government's Economic Development Board put it, "Asian societies tend to be more pragmatic; we feel it's more important to find the causes of diseases than to worry about the rights of mice." Nevertheless, "sensitive to accusations that conditions are laxer than in the West", Singapore recently introduced a strict licensing system for animal experimentation.
Various companies are setting themselves up in Biopolis, including GlaxoSmithKline and Novartis, and ES Cell International (ESI), an embryonic stem cell company. ESI's founder, Alan Colman, was unable to set up his company in the UK, as he couldn't get hold of the money or the stem cells. He plans to have viable stem cell therapies ready by 2010. The CEO of another small company, Paradigm Therapeutics, told Ahuja that "animal rights extremism is regrettable", but "the real draw to Singapore is that young companies are likely to turn a profit more quickly".
My main objection to Ahuja's article, apart from its general tone, is the implication that the absence of activists is a good thing. I wonder where Ahuja and her ilk would be, in what country and under what conditions, had it not been for the courage of activists in the past, who struggled for the freedom and emancipation of others. In Britain, we might still have children and pit ponies down coal mines, and miners constantly in debt to the companies which owned their homes and the shops where they had to buy the food to feed their families. There might not be votes or equal rights for women, or for minority groups.
Also, without activists and others campaigning for the implementation of the Three Rs (Reduction, Refinement and Replacement) in laboratory animal experimentation, 2 there would not have been the progressive improvements in animal welfare and decline in animal use, coupled with opportunities to undertake much better research, that have occurred in many countries in the West. It is to be hoped that, at the very least, the strict licensing system to be introduced in Singapore will insist on the active adoption of the Three Rs concept there, and a requirement for strategic planning on the part of scientists and genuine consideration of the use of alternative methods, as well as local ethical review. Such measures should not be seen as interfering bureaucracy, but as an essential part of the scientific process.
For my own part, I am always proud to be labelled an activist, and I am grateful to the activists of previous generations whose commitment opened up opportunities for me, as well as to the other activists with whom I have the privilege of working in support of the Three Rs.
Of course, that does not mean that I approve of everything that other activists do. As I have said many times before in these columns, FRAME is dedicated to working with others in the middle ground, and rejects the extremism which is apparent at both ends of the spectrum. The behaviour of those who insult, threaten or attack others in the name of animal rights is unacceptable and must be condemned without reservation. However, the animal research community must recognise that the activities of some of their own kind have sometimes fallen below even the standards that would appear to be acceptable in Singapore. I could produce a long list of examples, but I will refrain from doing so on this occasion.
One other thought struck me when I re-read the Ahuja article. If the facilities in Biopolis are that good, and if funding is that unlimited, why don't the international superstar scientists there solve the problem of Asian-derived influenzas, so that the rest of the world can be free from the all-too-regular threats of their exported pandemics.
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Unfortunately, my complaints about The Times don't end there, since, a few days later, Mike Hume wrote a tawdry little piece entitled Why it's hard to see 'our closest cousin' as a chimp off the old block. 3 Hume says that he has "never had a problem seeing 'our closest cousins' as suitable subjects for scientific research that could improve the human lot", and that it is "better to be thought a 'speciesist' than to be a specious sentimentalist." He argues that the genetic closeness of chimpanzees to ourselves makes it medically useful to experiment on them, and that it is "the yawning difference between us and them that should make it morally acceptable" -"when the great apes can map their own genetic blueprint, we should treat them as equals."
Perhaps I am making a mistake in taking Hume so seriously, since he has only one tactic -to expound views diametrically opposed to whatever everybody else is thinking when something of significance occurs.
More-recently, however, there was a glimmer of decency in The Times, when Roy Hattersley wrote a comment on How Leah proves we are mad. 4 Referring to the fact that chimpanzees "regularly use the power of reason to improve their quality of life", he tells the story of Leah, a gorilla who used a stick to test the depth of a jungle pool, then as a walking stick to help her keep her balance as she waded through it.
Hattersley says that, since human beings desire to be associated with angels rather than apes, so that we can count ourselves an exclusive species, we are reluctant to admit that apes can think. He argues that, "once we justify experiments on cognisant animals, it becomes difficult -if not impossible -to draw a line between any species that walk upright and possess the power of reason." Hence, if experiments on chimpanzees can be justified, why not experiments on humans?
As we all know from history, and from what is going on in parts of the world today, it is when a particular group of humans consider themselves exclusively different from another group of humans, let alone animals, that they can find justifications for atrocious acts against other members of their own species.
These press articles raise important issues, particularly since there is a campaign to reverse the trend toward the reduction and elimination of the use of chimpanzees as laboratory animals -for example, Vandeburg, Zola and others have recently argued that "research using chimpanzees has been crucial in the fight against human diseases such as hepatitis" and urge "that this now dwindling resource be sustained." 5 This kind of pressure must be resisted, and we have the right to look to the superstars at Biopolis to find more-modern ways of achieving progress in biomedical research, in the interests of humans and animals alike. Happiness should be dependent on warm puppies, 6 not on transgenic mice, sick dogs or chimps in laboratory cages.
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